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MariaȱTakolander,ȱprivacy
byȱMariaȱTakolander,
Weȱhaveȱaȱstrangeȱandȱcontradictoryȱfascinationȱwhenȱitȱcomesȱtoȱotherȱpeople’sȱlives.ȱWeȱcareȱtoo
much—asȱinȱtheȱcaseȱofȱcelebrities,ȱthoseȱholographsȱ(projectedȱbyȱtheȱmachineȱofȱcapitalism)ȱwhich
weȱobsessivelyȱĚeshȱoutȱsoȱthatȱtheyȱresembleȱhumanȱbeings.ȱOurȱimaginationsȱareȱtirelessly
aĴentiveȱtoȱthem.ȱAlternatively,ȱweȱcareȱtooȱliĴle—asȱinȱtheȱcaseȱofȱasylumȱseekers,ȱwhoseȱlivesȱwe
don’tȱwantȱtoȱimagineȱatȱall.
SinceȱtheȱsoȬcalledȱethicalȱturnȱinȱliteraryȱstudies,ȱtheȱskillȱofȱimaginingȱanother,ȱofȱinvading
another’sȱprivacy—whichȱliteratureȱallegedlyȱhones—hasȱbeenȱregularlyȱvalorisedȱbyȱcriticsȱ(Martha
Nussbaum,ȱforȱexample).ȱSuchȱcriticsȱdrawȱdistinctionsȱbetweenȱtheȱeasyȱidentięcationsȱinvitedȱby
popularȱtextsȱaboutȱ‘others’ȱandȱtheȱchallengesȱissuedȱbyȱmoreȱethicallyȱmindedȱtexts.ȱJMȱCoeĵee’s
novels,ȱforȱinstance,ȱcontainȱcharactersȱthatȱproveȱresistantȱtoȱtheȱreader’sȱimaginativeȱincursions
(suchȱasȱtheȱbarbarianȱgirlȱinȱWaitingȱforȱtheȱBarbariansȱandȱtheȱtonguelessȱFridayȱinȱFoe).ȱAndȱoften
theȱvoyeuristicȱreaderȱisȱrepresentedȱdiegeticallyȱbyȱanȱobservingȱandȱpryingȱcharacterȱorȱnarrator.
(ThereȱisȱtheȱdoctorȱinȱtheȱLifeȱandȱTimesȱofȱMichaelȱKȱorȱDavidȱLurieȱinȱDisgrace.)ȱInȱanȱessayȱsoonȱto
appearȱinȱTellingȱStories:ȱAustralianȱLiteraryȱCultures,ȱ1935Ȭ2012,ȱIȱdiscussȱtheȱwaysȱinȱwhichȱCoeĵee’s
‘Australian’ȱnovelsȱinviteȱengagementȱwithȱtheseȱissuesȱasȱtheyȱpertainȱtoȱasylumȱseekers.ȱWhat
Coeĵee’sȱworkȱacknowledges—andȱwhatȱwellȬmeaningȱcelebrationsȱofȱempathicȱexperienceȱoften
neglect—isȱthatȱtheȱprocessȱofȱbeingȱimaginedȱcanȱbeȱanȱintrusiveȱandȱunseĴlingȱone.ȱCoeĵeeȱalso
notablyȱprotectsȱhimselfȱfromȱtheȱpublicȱeyeȱandȱmind.
(hĴp://www.smh.com.au/ěximage/2007/03
/02/coeĵee030307_070302034422070_wideweb__300x300.jpg)Iȱhaveȱbeenȱprovokedȱinȱthese
reĚectionsȱbyȱaȱrecentȱexperienceȱIȱhadȱofȱbeingȱphotographed.ȱInȱaȱsingleȱweekȱIȱfoundȱmyself
photographedȱbyȱtwoȱdiěerentȱphotographers.ȱWhileȱthisȱhardlyȱmakesȱmeȱfamous—particularly
givenȱthatȱIȱsolicitedȱtheȱservicesȱofȱoneȱofȱtheȱphotographers—Iȱwasȱneverthelessȱgivenȱtheȱ‘celebrity
treatment’ȱofȱbeingȱimaginedȱbyȱoutsiders.ȱOneȱphotographerȱthoughtȱthatȱitȱwasȱherȱbusinessȱto
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portrayȱmeȱinȱaȱĚaĴeringȱway,ȱwhichȱsheȱimaginedȱasȱgenericallyȱfeminine;ȱtheȱotherȱphotographer
hadȱmoreȱmasculineȱambitionsȱinvolvingȱtheȱcreationȱofȱaȱworkȱofȱart.ȱTheȱęrstȱphotographer
conędedȱinȱmeȱherȱbeliefȱthatȱaȱsubjectȱcanȱneverȱwearȱtooȱmuchȱmakeȱup;ȱtheȱsecondȱtoldȱmeȱthat
hisȱfundamentalȱinterestȱwasȱinȱtheȱeěectsȱofȱlightȱonȱfacialȱ‘landscapes’.ȱNeitherȱphotographerȱknew
meȱorȱmyȱwork.ȱYetȱIȱfoundȱtheȱexperiencesȱunnerving—andȱnotȱjustȱbecauseȱtheyȱchallengedȱmy
vanity.ȱ(Indeed,ȱIȱconsideredȱmyselfȱfortunateȱgivenȱthatȱtheȱartȱphotographer,ȱwhoȱalsoȱtook
picturesȱofȱmyȱhusband,ȱmadeȱhimȱlookȱlikeȱaȱgreyȬfacedȱinmateȱreleasedȱonȱparoleȱdueȱtoȱaȱterminal
caseȱofȱemphysema.)ȱIȱrejectedȱfurtherȱsessionsȱwithȱbothȱphotographers.ȱIȱdecided,ȱasȱIȱoftenȱdo,ȱthat
Iȱwantedȱtoȱbeȱleftȱalone.
Moreȱdisconcerting,ȱundoubtedly,ȱwasȱtheȱexperienceȱofȱhavingȱpoemsȱwriĴenȱ‘about’ȱorȱ‘for’ȱmeȱby
others.ȱLisaȱGortonȱdedicatedȱaȱtypicallyȱbrilliantȱpoemȱtoȱme—quiteȱunexpectedly—andȱIȱfelt
shockedȱandȱexposedȱbyȱit,ȱevenȱthoughȱsheȱsuggestedȱtoȱmeȱthatȱtheȱsubjectȱmaĴerȱwas
inconsequential.ȱAtȱleastȱoneȱearlyȱpoemȱofȱmyȱhusband’sȱhadȱaȱsimilarȱeěect.
IȱcouldȱexplainȱmyȱloveȱofȱprivacyȱbyȱcallingȱonȱmyȱFinnish
heritage,ȱwhichȱIȱlikeȱtoȱdoȱfromȱtimeȱtoȱtime—withȱvarying
degreesȱofȱsincerity—asȱreadersȱofȱmyȱblogȱwouldȱbyȱnow
recognise.ȱFinnsȱareȱaȱprivateȱpeople.ȱWhenȱIȱvisited
FinlandȱinȱmyȱearlyȱtwentiesȱIȱwentȱonȱaȱrideȱinȱan
amusementȱparkȱinȱTampereȱwithȱmyȱsister.ȱWeȱwere
hangingȱupsideȱdownȱandȱhappilyȱscreamingȱwhenȱwe
realisedȱthatȱeveryoneȱelseȱonȱtheȱrideȱwasȱsilent.ȱOther
characteristicsȱsuggestiveȱofȱprivacyȱwereȱnoted:ȱmenȱsaid
veryȱliĴle;ȱwomen’sȱsentencesȱtrailedȱoutȱintoȱwhispers.
Uponȱvisitingȱsomeone’sȱhome,ȱthereȱwereȱprolonged
silencesȱduringȱwhichȱweȱcouldȱappreciateȱtheȱaromaȱof
freshlyȱbrewedȱcoěeeȱandȱtheȱoldȬfashionedȱtickingȱofȱa
clock.ȱThereȱwereȱFinnishȱsayingsȱcelebratingȱsilenceȱas
golden.ȱEvenȱwhenȱĚaccidlyȱdrunk,ȱFinnsȱexposedȱvery
liĴle—ifȱweȱdon’tȱincludeȱtheirȱbodyȱparts.ȱOneȱofȱmy
twentyȬęveȱcousinsȱwasȱsoȱdrunkȱoneȱnightȱthatȱheȱwas
unableȱtoȱrecallȱtheȱlocationȱofȱhisȱnewȱapartment.ȱHeȱlived
thereȱalone,ȱconędingȱinȱusȱthatȱhisȱexȬgirlfriendȱhad
demandedȱofȱhimȱaȱchoice:ȱherȱorȱalcohol.ȱThatȱwasȱabout
asȱconfessionalȱasȱitȱgot—uĴerlyȱinconsequentialȱinȱcomparisonȱtoȱtheȱdrunkenȱAustralianȱ‘gutȬspills’
toȱwhichȱIȱwasȱsubjectedȱatȱvariousȱpubsȱandȱpartiesȱwhileȱgrowingȱupȱaroundȱMelbourne.ȱThe
diěerenceȱbetweenȱFinnsȱandȱAustraliansȱmightȱveryȱwellȱbeȱencapsulatedȱinȱtheȱdiěerenceȱbetween
AkiȱKaurismäki’sȱTheȱManȱWithoutȱaȱPast,ȱaȱęlmȱaboutȱaȱtaciturnȱmanȱwithȱamnesia,ȱandȱThe
AdventuresȱofȱPriscilla:ȱQueenȱofȱtheȱDesert,ȱaȱęlmȱgloryingȱinȱtheȱspectacleȱofȱselfȬexposure—although
thereȱisȱaȱsimilarȱpenchantȱforȱselfȬcaricatureȱandȱtheȱgrotesque.
Ofȱcourse,ȱaȱmajorȱexplanationȱforȱmyȱdiscomfortȱinȱbeingȱphotographedȱorȱwriĴenȱaboutȱinvolves
power.ȱWhileȱIȱfeelȱuneasyȱaboutȱotherȱpeopleȱrepresentingȱme,ȱIȱfeelȱempoweredȱinȱrepresenting
myself—orȱinȱnotȱrepresentingȱmyself—asȱIȱseeȱęt.ȱIt’sȱwhyȱthereȱisȱnoȱcontradictionȱinȱmeȱwritingȱa
blogȱcomplainingȱaboutȱotherȱpeopleȱinvadingȱmyȱprivacy,ȱorȱofȱpeopleȱgoingȱonȱFacebookȱto
criticiseȱcorporateȱorȱgovernmentalȱsurveillance.ȱCelebritiesȱoftenȱaskȱforȱtheȱrightȱtoȱportray
themselves,ȱasȱdoȱindigenousȱpeoples.
However,ȱIȱamȱacutelyȱawareȱofȱmyȱhypocrisyȱonȱanotherȱlevel.ȱEvenȱwhileȱIȱunderstandȱtheȱethical
implicationsȱofȱrepresentationȱandȱhaveȱexperiencedȱęrsthandȱtheȱdiscomfortȱofȱbeingȱrepresentedȱby
outsiders,ȱIȱcontinueȱtoȱdepictȱothersȱwithȱimpunity.ȱMyȱblogȱpostsȱhaveȱinvadedȱtheȱprivacyȱofȱmy
parents,ȱmyȱprimaryȱschoolȱprincipal,ȱmyȱhusband,ȱmyȱunfortunateȱFinnishȱcousin,ȱandȱevenȱtheȱtwo
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personableȱphotographersȱwhoȱperformedȱaȱserviceȱforȱme.
Thenȱthereȱareȱtheȱpeopleȱexposed,ȱwithȱmerelyȱaȱęgȱleafȱto
concealȱtheirȱpublicȱidentities,ȱinȱmyȱpoetryȱandȱęction.
Andȱlet’sȱnotȱforgetȱtheȱviolentȱincursionsȱthatȱIȱhopeȱto
makeȱuponȱreaders’ȱ‘souls’,ȱinȱlineȱwithȱFranzȱKaĤa’s
sadisticȱconceptualisationȱofȱliteratureȱasȱanȱaxeȱforȱthe
frozenȱseaȱwithinȱus.ȱMuchȱofȱtheȱunseĴlingȱpowerȱof
literature,ȱasȱKaĤa’sȱandȱCoeĵee’sȱcommandingȱwork
suggests,ȱliesȱinȱholdingȱupȱtheȱbrokenȱpiecesȱofȱaȱmirror
andȱinvitingȱreadersȱtoȱrecogniseȱthemselvesȱinȱthat
defamiliarisedȱcontext.ȱSoȱwhatȱifȱtheȱmasochisticȱwriter,
exemplięedȱbyȱKaĤa,ȱhadȱtoȱlookȱinȱtheȱmirrorȱęrst?
Eitherȱmyȱwritingȱisȱaȱtestamentȱtoȱmyȱhypocrisyȱor,ȱmore
forgivingly,ȱitȱconstitutesȱevidenceȱofȱtheȱfactȱthatȱweȱexist
onlyȱinterȬsubjectively.ȱOurȱlivesȱareȱinevitablyȱand
profoundlyȱimbricatedȱwithȱthoseȱofȱothers.ȱOthersȱlive
insideȱus;ȱweȱliveȱinsideȱothers.ȱPerhapsȱtheȱworstȱofȱusȱare
thoseȱwhoȱtryȱtoȱdenyȱthat—aȱdenialȱthatȱIȱwitnessȱdaily
uponȱreadingȱtheȱonlineȱnewspapersȱandȱobservingȱthe
commentsȱofȱonlineȱreadersȱinȱresponseȱtoȱstoriesȱabout
asylumȱseekers.ȱTheseȱreadersȱseemȱinterestedȱonlyȱinȱprotectingȱtheirȱeconomicȱrights.ȱI’mȱnotȱsure,
though,ȱthatȱthisȱletsȱmeȱentirelyȱoěȱtheȱhook.ȱPerhaps,ȱlikeȱthoseȱwhoȱrefuseȱtoȱimagineȱtheȱsuěering
ofȱasylumȱseekers,ȱIȱamȱsimplyȱintentȱonȱjustifyingȱmyȱsolipsisticȱandȱimmoralȱwayȱofȱlife.
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